Abstract -This paper will review the history of women's involvement in the Olympic Games, how gender is socially (re)constructed through these events, current issues facing women who compete at the Olympic/Paralympic level, and what social responsibility the Olympic movement might assume to improve the experiences of Olympic women in the future.
As the global sport media spotlight will once again shine on Brazil when it hosts the 2016 Olympic and Paralympic Games, one of the issues that likely will be scrutinised is whether Rio 2016 will follow in the footsteps of London 2012 with regards to the perceived advances made in gender equity and women's participation.
The London Organising Committee for the Olympic Games in 2012 (LOCOG) was the first to have gender equity as a guiding principle for the organisation and operation of both the Olympic and Paralympic Games 1 . Polley 2 (p. 30) tells us that "a small revolution in gendered sport seems to have taken place" at London 2012, with women able to compete in all sports on the Olympic programme, the USA sending more female than male athletes for the first time ever, and the Games were hailed by some in the mass media as "The Women's Games".
My analysis of Olympic women is informed by a critical interactionist
perspective and specifically the work of Erving Goffman. Throughout his writings,
Goffman demonstrates an awareness of how gender, and specifically women's gender, may be interactionally consequential 3 . For Goffman 4 (p. 315), gender identity involves "the deepest sense of what one is". In his key publications on gender difference, Goffman dismisses biological differences as the justification for the 'othering' of women, and argues that society's desire to magnify gender differences means that gender has greater social significance than class and other social divisions and that "gender not religion is the opiate of the masses" 4 (p. 315). Coakley and Pike 5 argue that gender ideology in most societies is based on a simple binary classification model which classifies people into one of two sex categories (male or female). In most societies, men have been privileged in terms of access to power and resources; and sport itself continues to be male identified, male dominated and male centred, which means that men are used as the standard for judging sports and are also the expected focus of attention in sports.
Goffman's 6 (p. 6) main interest was with gendered displays which he regarded as "the shadow and the substance" of gendered social life, and he described people's willingness to adhere to depictions of masculinity and femininity in terms of "the ritualization of subordination" 6 10 ).
Participation statistics demonstrate a trend toward increased participation of women in the Olympic Games (see Table 1 ) with London 2012 seeing the highest percentage (44%) of female athletes of any modern Olympic Games. This figure is higher than the Winter Olympic Games and, in the 2014 Winter Olympics in Sochi, women made up only 40% of the participants, which was a slight decline on women's representation at the 2010 Winter Olympics in Vancouver 11, 12 . In London 2012, women competed in every sport, and no countries prevented women from participating in the Games 13 . The gradual move toward greater gender equity must, of course, be understood against a socio-economic backdrop of the wider social movements for women's rights, the introduction of sporting physical activities for women and girls in some educational institutions, the increasing presence of women in the workplace in many societies, and the call from feminist activists for recognition that "the personal is political" 2,10 . Paralympians experience stigmatisation 18 and face particular stereotypes regarding their perceived frailty 19 .
In addition to the participation rates, Donnelly and Donnelly 13 (p. 24) argue that "There are still substantial differences in terms of opportunities and in terms of the structural characteristics of the competition". They identify four main areas of structural inequality. First, they indicate that there continue to be gender-based structural and rule differences that still exist in sports at large, and on the Olympic programme, including shorter distances for women in athletics and swimming, and different equipment in sailing and shooting.
Second, there continue to be differences in funding and sponsorship between male and female athletes/teams, with British cyclists describing an "overwhelming sexism" (Lizzie Armitstead) in the sport, and that "women's racing is not of interest to And finally, in London 2012, we witnessed the re-emergence of sex testing for female athletes. This is part of a broader consequence of traditional gender ideology which is grounded in the binary classification model, and societal desire to magnify gender difference 4 : that women who do not look or behave in ways that meet standards of traditional femininity may be stigmatised 18 , experience discrimination and, in some cases, must prove that they are women. During the Sochi 2014 Winter Olympics, several athletes were exposed to extensive media commentary regarding their appearance and use of make-up. It is also well documented that these Games However the Semenya case illustrates how the IOC continues to struggle with those who are not easily labelled within a gender binary, including dealing with hyperandrogenism and transgender athletes. And, in a dramaturgical sense, many female athletes now feel a need to draw on a 'reformed apologetic' whereby they are able to express an assertive, tough athletic identity while performing their femininity through their appearance (which also makes them attractive to sponsors) 5, 8, 24 .
This evidence suggests that, while there has been progress for Olympic women, there remain challenges which still need to be addressed. Over the last 40 years, a global women and sport movement has emphasised the benefits of sports for women and girls, informing and encouraging political action. In 1994, 280 delegates from more than 80 countries attended a conference in Brighton, UK, the discussions at which In what follows, I will highlight four areas that are particularly relevant to Olympic women and/or illustrate work being undertaken for women in sport by Olympic organisations, with an example in each area of good practice from a National Olympic
Committee.
The first of the areas identified is a need to improve provision of child-care for women athletes. The need for child-care provision is mentioned in principle 2 of the Brighton Declaration, as the need to care for children can limit the time available to participate and compete in sports. In some countries, child-care provision has successfully been provided for athletes, coaches and other leaders. In the report, the American Samoa National Olympic Committee provide evidence that, when an activity involves women, they usually set up activities so that the children are taken care of at the same time enabling women to participate fully in their sports 22 .
The second issue is the lack of sufficient support for retiring female athletes. As there are more opportunities for women in many countries to do sport as a career, so there is an increased need to consider how best to support these women when they cease to participate in competitive, professional sports. The Algerian Olympic Committee (COA) recognises that most athletes' sporting career does not last beyond their mid-30s and so they have created a strategy to help women develop a career plan that combines sports competition with education. There also is a new programme to improve living conditions and adaptation to a professional working life for retired athletes, which includes helping female former players to become coaches and leaders in sport. The course is managed by the COA, the Solidarity Committee, the International Volleyball Federation (FIVB) and Algerian Volleyball Union (FAVB) 22 .
The third area concerns the issue of safety for elite female athletes, including protection from injury, disordered eating, and sexual harassment and abuse. The  promote the recognition by women of the intrinsic value of sport and physical activity and its contributions to personal development and healthy lifestyles  increase cooperation between women and men and ensure support of men in order to promote gender equality in sport and physical activity.
Sociology of sport researchers have critically analysed positive messages from 'sports evangelists' who consider and promote the values of sport to be a perfect tool for bettering overall quality of life for individuals and society alike, and for solving most personal and social problems 26, 27, 28 . For example, with respect to gender and women's experiences of sport, sociologists of sport have long understood that a simple binary classification of gender has traditionally limited women's involvement in sports to those that do not threaten issues of sexuality, power or gender relations, but instead conform to traditional norms of femininity. Drawing on Goffman's 4, 6 argument that many societies magnify gender differences in ways that subordinate women, this paper has provided examples of the ways in which traditional gender ideology continues to affect Olympic women, examined some of the actions being undertaken within Olympic organisations, and highlighted recommendations from the International Working Group on Women and Girls which might usefully inform the ongoing social responsibility of the Olympic movement to continue to work toward full gender equity.
